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[The following article is reprinted with the permission of Noticias Aliadas in Lima, Peru. It first
appeared in the August 28, 1997, edition of the weekly publication Latinamerica Press.]
While President Fabian Alarcon fights to put a personal stamp on Ecuador's government, opposition
leaders doubt whether he is in control of the country. "The only authority who governs this country
is the president," Alarcon said in early August, six months into his term as interim president. But
opposition politicians, business leaders and grassroots groups claim Congress, which put Alarcon
in power, actually calls the shots. "Fabian Alarcon still does not understand the role of the president
and has not lost his taste for congressional wheeling and dealing," said Diego Oquendo, one of
Ecuador's most respected journalists. Alarcon, formerly speaker of Ecuador's unicameral Congress,
assumed the presidency Feb. 11, after a week of political chaos that forced former president Abdala
Bucaram to resign (see NotiSur, 02/07/97 and 02/14/97).
In choosing Alarcon, his congressional colleagues sidestepped the Constitution, which called for
Vice President Rosalia Arteaga to become president. New presidential elections will be held in 1998,
and Alarcon has said he will not be a candidate. Arteaga, who remains vice president, has become
one of the principal critics of Alarcon and the congressional coalition that engineered his selection.
On Aug. 25, Arteaga called on Alarcon to push up the date of presidential elections, scheduled for
May 1998, saying Ecuador cannot remain in the hands of a "de facto government." She also called
on the president to push forward the Constituent Assembly mandated by a referendum May 25 (see
NotiSur, 05/30/97).
Arteaga also criticized the new congressional speaker, Heinz Moeller, whom she accused of trying
to manipulate the assembly elections to ensure his allies a majority. Alcaron's administration
has set Dec. 5 for the inauguration of the assembly. He has said it can reform some articles of the
Constitution but will not have absolute powers. The assembly's proposals will have to be ratified by
the president. Politicians and grassroots leaders, many of whom spearheaded the strikes last January
and February that brought down Bucaram, disagree with the restrictions placed on the assembly as
well as with the changes the legislature has forced on other branches of government. "The members
of Congress are liars. Ecuadorans are living through a congressional dictatorship," said Freddy
Ehlers, who was a presidential candidate in 1996. Congress repeatedly acts "for the last time"
Since February's political crisis, Congress has taken advantage of the interim government to
pass bills whose constitutionality is uncertain. When questioned, congressional leaders explain
they are acting "for the last time." Major protests erupted over the July 9 decision to fire the
country's 31 Supreme Court justices and replace them with judges appointed by Congress. In the
May referendum, which also ratified Alarcon as president, Ecuadorans, seeking to depoliticize
the judicial system, voted to strip Congress of the power to name judges. Congress, however,
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interpreted this as giving it the power to fire the Supreme Court justices and replace them "for the
last time" (see NotiSur, 07/18/97).
Carlos Solorzano, Supreme Court president, said Congress "interpreted the popular mandate as
it pleased," adding that the judiciary is "more political than ever." Ricardo Noboa, another former
presidential candidate, said, "Ecuador is governed by a congressional dictatorship controlled by
the Partido Social Cristiano (PSC) in collusion with the president. Congressional leaders said 76
of the 82 Congress members had voted for the resolution to postpone the Constituent Assembly
until the end of the year, although only 70 members were present for the vote. Moeller blamed the
discrepancy on a "secretarial error," but did not call for another vote.
Rampant corruption continues to be the main concern of business and religious leaders, as well
as the military. "The way things are going," said Bishop Alberto Luna Tobar, "it is not difficult to
imagine the people rejecting the current administration by holding marches like those of Feb. 5
so their decisions are respected." Economic policies criticized at home and abroad Meanwhile,
the US has weighed in with sharp criticism of Ecuador's economic policies. US Ambassador
Lesley Alexander criticized "generalized corruption," focusing on a 1976 law that penalizes foreign
companies for terminating distribution agreements with Ecuadoran firms.
Several US companies including Procter & Gamble, which was fined US$45 million have fallen
victim to the law. "This law is being used to scare and extort foreign companies," Alexander said.
Janice Corvett, the US Embassy's commercial attache, said Ecuador is now on the US government
list of countries where investment is insecure. Foreign investment this year in Ecuador totals only
US$13 million, down 59% from the same period last year.
Alarcon has announced a series of economic measures to stimulate the economy, but he has not
calmed business leaders' fears. "Measures? What measures? I haven't heard of any," said Jose
Mantilla, a former undersecretary responsible for public credit. "What I have heard are good
intentions that only show that President Alarcon lives in a fantasy world." Alarcon's goal is to keep
the deficit at 2.7% of Ecuador's GDP. Ecuador's GDP for 1997 is estimated at US$19.9 billion. Deficitreducing measures have included elimination of subsidies for some products and services, such as
electricity, and an increase in gasoline prices. Ecuador's economy is expected to grow by only 1%
this year. Inflation stands at 31%, the second highest in the region, and unemployment is more than
10% factors that business leaders say are unlikely to attract investment or instill confidence.
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